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JOSEPH WARTON'S
ENTHUSIASMS
Adam Rounce
t is regrettable (though not surprising) that so many literary
historians, in their attempts to survey and summarize the
^^
criticism of the past, tend to elide its finer distinctions and
ambiguities, offering instead ahastyandmisleadingparaphrase of far more
complicated critical positions and attitudes. It is the business of this essay
to show how such summaries have over-simplified the important criticism
of Joseph Warton (1722-1800), reducing its purposes to a rather banal
message, and to argue, briefly, for an understanding and appreciation of
the real qualities of Warton's critical work.
Warton usually makes an appearance in accounts of eighteenthcentury poetry with one of two passages of prose: the first is from the
"Advertisement" to his volume of Odes on Various Subjects, published in
December 1746, and containing the bold statement that "The public has
been so much accustom'd of late to didactic Poetry alone, and Essays on
moral Subjects, that any work where the imagination is much indulged,
will perhaps not be relished or regarded." Warton, however, "is convinced
that the fashion of moralizing in verse has been carried too far, and as he
looks upon Invention and Imagination to be the chief faculties of a poet,
so he will be happy if the following Odes may be look'd upon as an
attempt to bring back Poetry into its right channel."' The twenty-four
year old Warton offers a manifesto for his own verse, trying perhaps to

^Joseph Warcon, "Advertisement," Odes on Various Subjects (London, 1746), A2.
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create a taste by which he should be read; the unfortunate effect has too
often been to weld this promotion of the ode over the satiric or didactic
poem into an absolute statement of Warton's critical aesthetic, with
particular reference to a well-known statement in the "Dedication" to the
first volume of his most important critical work,
Essay on the Genius
and Writings of Pope (1756).
I revere the memory of POPE, I respect and honour his abilities;
but I do not think him at the head of his profession. In other
words, in that species of poetry wherein POPE excelled, he is
superior to all mankind: and I only say, that this species of
poetry is not the most excellent one of the art. We do not, it
should seem, sufficiently attend to the difference there is,
betwixt a MAN OF WiT, a MAN OF SENSE, and a TRUE POET.
Donne and Swift, were undoubtedly men of wit, and men of
sense, but what traces have they left of PURE POETRY?^
The idea that some artistic genres are inherently capable of greater
achievements than others was neither unusual, nor intended as a criticism
of certain genres, but was instead a method of evaluating the terms of
definition and expectations of a work. By the time of its final appearance
in Warton's lifetime, the two volumes of the Essay on Pope amounted to
851 pages; that the above is usually the only piece of it quoted is telling of
the problems of the critical reaction towards it from the end of the
nineteenth century. That the statement is taken entirely away from its
context (as part of a massive work of explication and appreciation of
Pope), and passed off as representative of its entire argument, is equally
unfortunate. The need to find radical forces in a narrative that can be seen
retrospectively to anticipate subsequent events, is not easy to avoid, but
the picture that has been drawn from such scant evidence is one of

^ ''Dedication," Essay on the Genius and Writings ofPope^ 4th cd., 2 vols. (London, 1782); re
printed in Adam ^o\ii\cc,e6..yAlexander Pope and His Cr/'/w, 3vols. (London: Routlcdge,2004),
1: iv. All further references are to this edition, unless otherwise stated. The original title of
Writings and Geniuswzs reversed from the second edition of Volume 1 (1762).
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Warton as a revolutionary, storming the palace of neo-classicism. It is not
a role that suits or does justice to his criticism.
Many critics have found in the distinction that Warton draws
between types of poetry an aggressive condemnation of Pope. In 1915,
Edmund Gosse considered Warton (along with his brother Thomas) to
be "the active force" in a "remarkable revolt against existing conventions
in the world of imaginative art." He was following Henry Beers, who in
1889 had premised that "Warton's opinions might well be thought
revolutionary," but that "The modern readerwill be apt to think Warton's
estimation of Pope quite high enough."' This is a marked contrast to how
Warton's critical practice was described by his contemporaries. Neverthe
less, the idea of Warton's revolutionary message is still prevalent in more
recent criticism. Joan Pittock suggests the trend: it is in its "half-hinted
denial of true poetic quality to a particular type of poetry of which Pope
was the chief representative, that the Dedication associates itself with the
taste of a later period."^
It is far from obvious that Warton implies a denial of the value of any
type of poetry, beyond the intrinsic status of its genre, but many have
nonetheless assumed this to be his intention.Wallace Jackson claims that
the Essay on Pope "argued the inadequacies of Augustan poetry and the
Augustan ideal. Pope was the best poet the previous age could show, and
yet he was only, Warton was to decide, a poet of the second rank." The
"second rank" becomes "second-rate" in modern criticism that assumes
that evaluation must also lead to displacement, such as Robert Griffin's
thesis that the body of the Essay on Pope "will argue that the kind ofpoetry
Pope writes is not really poetry," since "real poetry...is restricted to the first
class only, whereas what follows are lesser alloys." No matter that Warton
nowhere even implies that to find the highest value in one kind of poetry
necessitates the viewing of other kinds detrimentally (he had too subtle a

' Edmund Gosse, "Two Pioneers of Romanticism: Joseph and Thomas Warton," Proceedings of
the British Academy 7 (1915-16): 147. Htnty K.'Rttts, A History of British Romanticism (New
York: Henry Holt. 1899), 213.
"'Joan Pittock, The Ascendancy ofTaste; TheAchievement ofJoseph and Thomas Warton (London:
Routledge, 1973), 270.
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mind for that); the modern view on the Essay on Pope has eroded such
distinctions, turning it into a simple polemic, one that, a recent essay
informs us, "proclaimed Pope to be a second-rate poet."' When thesecond
volume of the Essay finally appeared in 1782, Warton declared that "no
observations in thiswork can be so perversely misinterpreted and tortured,
as to make him insinuate that POPE was not 2.great pocf. he only says and
thinks, he was not th.tgreatest."^ It has not stopped precisely such interpre
tations from dominating discussions of Warton's criticism. A very basic
examination of the Essay and Warton's other critical writing should
suggest both the inadequacies of such views, and something of the
character of the critical presence that they have obfuscated.

* II *
Warton's critical procedure in the Essay on Pope was based upon what
Pittock described as "criteria of subjective taste alongside older formal
criteria identified with the hierarchy of the kinds."^ Warton's taste
stressed the evocation of feeling: poetry that successfully stirred the
emotions should be recognized and applaudejd (though he is never merely
reflexive, and always weighs his passions against his scholarship). In the
essays he wrote for The Adventurer itom 1753-54, those on Shakespeare
show his enthusiasm for the language of the heart, within a dramatic
tradition; in King Lear the minimal effects used to create pathos are
applauded, and by a "single line," we see "the inexpressible anguish of
[Lear's] mind, and the dreadful conflict of opposite passions with which

'Wallace Jackson, The Probable andthe Marvellous [KtlniTis: University of Georgia Press. 1978),
3-4; Robert Griffin, Wordsworth's Pope\ A Study in Literary Historiography (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 40-41, 42 (for a similar line see Paul F. Leedy, "Genres
Criticism and Warton's Essay on Pope," JEGP 45 [1946]: 140-46); Claudia Thomas Kairoff,
'Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Readers," in John Sitter, ed.. The Cambridge
Companion toEighteenth-Century Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001),171.
''Advertisement," Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope, Volume 2 (London, 1782), i.
'Pittock, The Ascendancy of Taste,141.

Joseph Warton's Enthusiam s

319

it is agitated."^ The importance of pathos, in particular, to Warton's esti
mation of ultimate poetic merit also comes across in the 1753 edition of
Virgil, which took Christopher Pitt's translation ofths^neid,and added
Warton's versions of xEz Eclogues and Georgics. He also contributed the
notes and some essays, the most interesting of which, "Reflections on
Didactic Poetry," shows what John Vance calls Warton's "preference for
an emotional interaction between the reader and the work of literature,"
in wanting didactic poetry to enhance its message through entertaining
and moving inset stories. Discussing Philips' Cyder leads him to suggest
"that of all types of digressions, those of a pathetic nature, if they can be
introduced with propriety, will have the best effect.... A stroke of passion
is worth a hundred of the most lively and glowing descriptions. Men love
to be moved, much better than to be instructed."'
Warton's critical practice, in the Essay on Pope and elsewhere,
shows his own ardor and gusto, whether in the appreciation of a particular
passage or (more commonly) in an eager comparison of it with other
materials brought in miscellaneously. Not the least of the problems with
simplified readings of the Essay on Pope as an attack on its subject is that
they ignore both the relish with which Warton endeavors to show his
regard for Pope, and the enormous range of sources that he draws upon to
do so. It is an astonishingly learned book, and a reminder of how many
areas of cultural and linguistic knowledge a scholar in the middle of the
eighteenth century could call into their work. The learning in the Essay
cuts across boundaries of chronology, language, and artistic form: classical
culture. Renaissance humanism, minor Florentine painting, and critical
disputes over Boileau all follow one another within pages, if not lines.
Warton sees no disparity between such materials, nor couches his

' No. 113, December 4,1753, reprinted in The Adventurer, 4 vols. (London, 1754), 4; 62. For
attribution ofWarton's essays, and the possible contributions ofother family members, see David
Fairer, "Authorship Problems in The Adventurer^ Review ofEnglish Studies 25(1974): 137-51.
^John
Joseph and ThomasWarton (Boston: Twayne, 1983), 84. Joseph Warton, ed., The
Works of Virgil, in Latin and English,Avoh.(London, 1753), 1:400. For an illuminating account
of this edition, see Mark Thackeray, "Christopher Pitt, Joseph Warton, and Virgil," Review of
English Studies A'h (1992): 329-46.
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discussion of them with an expectation of their only appealing to a
specialized audience. This indicates an often forgotten aspect of
eighteenth-century criticism—the fact that this was not at all points
recondite scholarship intended for a limited readership. Warton's Essay
was aimed at readers of poetry, and anyone who read English poetry was
very familiar with Pope. The Essay was read for the same reasons as any
writing intended to educate and entertain; like its near contemporaries,
the novels of Richardson and the poems of Gray, it was regarded as
"literature" in an inclusive sense, rather than the more exclusive modern
notion of criticism.
This helps to explain the particular enthusiasm of Hester Lynch
Piozzi, who has left a record of her at least three readings of the first
volume in the form of marginalia in her copy. In 1810, a comment
suggests the height of the admiration of this general reader; it "gave me the
first notion of sound Criticism;1 believe at one period of my life 1 had best
Part of it by heart." She expands this in a note from 1803:
This was the first book 1 ever read with that Juvenile Avidity so
delicious during the racy Season of Life. 1 felt its Beauties,
repeated its Precepts,—wearied my Parents with Quotations
and my Tongue with Praise of this—shall 1 call it unlucky
Volume, which made a Writer & a Critic of HrLrP.'"
Piozzi's comments suggest the accessibility of the Essay on Pope, the way
in which it was read not as secondary criticism on Pope, so much as a
pleasurable and enlightening work in its own right. The appeal of the first
volume of the Essay might well lie in what makes it appear most alien to
modern ideas of criticism, its digressive enthusiasm and apparent lack of
order. The Essay is structured around the arrangements of Pope's poems
in Warburton's edition of 1751, upon which it based its chronology and

Piozzi's annotated copy of the third edition of the first volume (1772) is now in the Scholar's
Library at Winchester College. The comments are quoted by James Allison, "Mrs. Thrale's
^^T^n2W2L\n]osc^hiW2irtOTisE$sayt''HuntingtonLibraryQuarterly 19 (1956):157,156.
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division of chapter sections. Although these provide a nominal structure
(with the first volume looking at Pope's early works, through xhc Essay on
Criticism zndRape of the Lock, up toEloisa to Abelard),'W zxtons method
of criticism is essentially accumulative; the skeleton of its commentary on
Pope's poetry is enlarged by materials gathered from a range of different
artistic sources, working on the principle that such comparisons are useful
and interesting on their own terms. The result is often self-consciously
digressive and sprawling. This looseness creates a momentum in the
writing that is encouraged, rather than checked by the trammels of a
thesis. Indeed, its only thesis open to paraphrase would be that the myriad
poets, novelists, dramatists, moralists, philosophers, orators, painters,
musicians and other artists and public figures that Warton introduces are
not only worthy of the attention of the reader, but are another way of
representing the importance of Pope; he is allied to them through his
artistry. Samuel Johnson's relationship with Warton would become less
easy with the years, but his review of the first volume in 1756 shows an
appreciation for the variety of Warton's writing:
We intend to kindle, not to extinguish curiosity, by this slight
sketch of a work abounding with curious quotations and
pleasingdisquisition. He must be much acquainted with literary
history both of remote and late times, who does not find in this
essay many things which he did not know before; and if there be
any too learned to be instructed in facts or opinions, he may yet
properly read this book as a just specimen of literary modera-

If Warton's digressive method in the.Essay

not an encumbrance

for his contemporaries, later commentators also found in Warton's favor.
Joan Pittock finds a good balance in describing it as "digressive, pedantic,
garrulous...But the range ofreading and reference is still extraordinary and
helps to account for a broad sympathy and flexibility of appreciation." In

' SsiTnueljohnson, Literary Magazine 1 (1756); 38.
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1924, Edith Motley had seen it as "one of the most discursive and
rambling works of criticism in theEnglish language, lacking in the method
and order which might be supposed essential to such an undertaking, had
not this exhilarating work been produced without them." For Motley, this
exhilaration compensates for Warton's digressive habits: ultimately, "his
antiquarianism is quite deliberate and not in the least pedantic in essence,
whatever it may sometimes superficially appear.'"^
The evidence suggests that Warton's wanderings were seen as an
acceptable part of the discursive idea of an essay, adding to its color and
narrative momentum. Warton is not a monumental ironist likeJohnson,
but dry humor comes across in his sporadic apologies to the reader for his
deviations, like the rueful reminder that "The EPILOGUE to Jane Shore, is
the last piece that belongs to this Section; the title of which by this time
the reader may have possibly forgot" (1: 282). There are many such
moments: "As Jonson, now lies before me, I may perhaps be pardoned for
pointing out another passage in him,which POPE probably remembered"
(1: 97). He makes clear elsewhere that his all-inclusive critical mode has
a purpose:"An apology would be necessary for this digression, if it was not
my professed design in this Essay, to expatiate into such occasional
disquisitions, as naturally arise from the subject" (1: 78). How much
"naturally" arises is open to debate, but the approach gives him critical
flexibility. His comparisons are indicative of his thinking around the
subject, contemplating enough material until the nature and value of
Pope's works are made plain.
Moreover, Warton's sharp eye can be seen even in his more appar
ently tangential moments, such as his account of the Ugolino episode
from the Inferno, especially significant given thelack of attention to Dante
in English translation and criticism before the nineteenth century. The
melancholy tale of the Count and his unfortunate sons, say Warton, "is
not sufficiently known: I cannot recollect any passage, in any writer
whatever, so truly pathetic" (1:264). The first edition acknowledges the

Pictock, The Ascendancy ofTaste^ 147; E.J. Morley, "Joseph Warton and Voipc' Essays and
Studies ^ (1924): 99. Sec also Mark Pattison, "Pope and His Editors," mEssaySt2Y6['&. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1889), 2: ^71-7^.
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use of Giuseppe Baretti's "just" translation; asides added later praise
Reynolds's painting, UgolinoandHis Children, andjonathan Richardson
the elder for translating the passage, as well as stressing Chaucer's and
Milton's familiarity with Dante (1:264-670/' For Warton, "Perhaps the
Inferno of Dante is the next composition to the Iliad, in point of
originality and sublimity" (1: 266). This heady claim is still conditional,
and shows that Warton, even when enthusing, is careful to weigh the level
of his acclaim. Warton's obvious appreciation for literature that evokes
the heights of pathos is significant, as it forms a counter-argument to the
critical trend that has seen
Essay as a condemnation of the didactic and
satiric Pope for lacking imagination and sublimity. The clearest instance
is the warmth of Warton's reaction to the extremes of emotion inherent
in Eloisa to Ahelard, and the style with which he expresses it:
No part of this poem, or indeed of any of POPE'S productions
is so truly poetical, and contains such strong painting, as the
passage to which we are now arrived....It is impossible to read it
without being struck with a pensive pleasure, and a sacred awe,
at the solemnity of the scene; so picturesque are the epithets.
(1:329)''
The persistent modern perspective on Warton as a critic determined to
minimize Pope's achievement (consciously or otherwise) could see this as
damning with faint praise, as Warton points out the rarity with which
Pope achieves the "truly poetical," but this would be to ignore (and in fact
travesty) the sincerity of the admiration here, and the ingenuousness

^^The original mention (1756,1: 255)
Dissertation upon the Italian poetry (London,
1753) was deleted in the third edition of 1772 and replaced by the references to Reynolds's
recently completed portrait, and to Jonathan Richardson the ^&ti%Discourse on the Dignity of
the Science of a Connoisseur (London, 1719), 30-32. For a summary of the lack of attention to
Dante in English translation in the period, see Richard Bates, "Italian Literature" in Stuart
Gillespie and David Hopkins,cds.. The Oxford History ofLiterary Translation in English, Volume
3:1660-1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 395.
Referring to the description of the convent va Eloisa toAhelardy 11.141-45.
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which makes up a large part of the attraction of the first volume of the
Essay on Pope-, if Warton has a design upon us, it is so palpable that it does
not hide or lay traps. The earnestness of his style, like the lightness and
lack of self-regard of his learning, mean that even the reader not persuaded
by his ideas will at least recognize Warton's intellectual honesty.
In 1756, the first volume concluded with Warton's esteem iorEloisa
to Abelard,and a prediction that Pope's reputation
among posterity, will be principally owing to his WlNDSORFOREST, his RAPE OF THE LOCK, and his ELOISA TO ABELARD;
while the facts and characters alluded to and exposed, in his
later writings, will be forgotten and unknown, and their
poignancy and propriety little relished. For WlT and SATIRE are
TRANSITORY and perishable, but NATURE and PASSION are
eternal. (1: 346-47)
It is a reading of Pope's canon that appears dissonant to modern academic
Pope scholarship, with the absence of poems that now attract a majority
of critical attention, including the later satires. Moral Essays, and above all
the Dunciad, yet it would not have seemed an incongruous placing of the
relative values of Pope's works to Warton's contemporaries, with the
important exceptions of the absence of Pope's Homer translations, and
the Essay on Criticism. Johnson, in his review, concurred with Warton,
being "of opinion, that he has dispatched the chief part of his task" in
writing on the works concerned in thefirst volume.'' Moreover,Johnson's
"Life of Pope" in 1781 would direct his critical attention chiefly upon
these works as well—the most important difference is the higher praise of
Pope's Iliad and the Essay on Criticism.The first half of theEssay remains
the high-water-mark of Warton's criticism, with its enthusiastic flair,
winning delight in the many forms of art in which it wants to interest the
reader, combined with the sharpest of perceptions and alack of prejudice

Johnson, Literary Magazine^ 38.
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or self-importance. The critical works of his remaining years tended to
exhibit less of its virtues, and more of its excesses.

* III *
In 1782, when the second volume of th.t Essay on Pope finally appeared, an
"Advertisement" informed the reader that the first two hundred pages of
it were printed by 1760, though not published.'^ The delay in publication
of the remainder of the Essay for twenty-six years remains a mystery,
especially given the evidence that Warton had written so much of it years
earlier. It is unlikely that we will ever know precisely why he then stopped,
though some of the many conjectures are important, as the delay in itself
is of some consequence to the nature of the belated volume.
It is possible, of course, that there is no one reason for the long delay
between volumes; the non-appearance of a promised work was not, after
all, unusual in the eighteenth century. Among other suggestions, it has
been argued that Warton feared offending the influential and quarrelsome
executor of Pope, William Warburton, yet this did not prevent him
revising the first volume extensively for second and third editions in 1762
and 1772. Warton's career played a part in the delay—he had become
Headmaster at Winchester in 1766—and this is one of a combination of
factors that John Vance has posited, in a plausible summary:
Warton put down his pen, except for some revision work and
minimal efforts at completing the Essay, and devoted his
energies to his family, Winchester, and his friends. Although his
duties took much of his time, Warton's middle years were fairly
devoid of literary ambition—which must have had as much to

!6

Advertisement," Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope, Volume 2 (London, 1782), 1. For
the practical implications ofthese changes,sec David Fairer, "TheWritingand Printing ofjoseph
Warton's
on Pope,'' Studies in Bibliography 30 (1977): 212.
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do with the delay between volumes of the Essay as any other

If the business of the quotidian stopped Warton from finishing the
Essay, the delay did have a couple of important related consequences: by
the time of the appearance of the second volume in 1782, the freshness
and vigor of the first was long gone, as was the momentum of the project;
it was also overshadowed by the appearance ofjohnson's "Life of Pope" in
1781, and the recent acclaim and critical argument engendered by the
Lives of the Poets more generally. The conclusion to the "Life of Pope" was
especially pertinent:
After all this,it is surely superfluous to answer the question that
has once been asked. Whether Pope was a poet ? otherwise than
by asking in return. If Pope be not a poet, where is poetry to be
found? To circumscribe poetry by a definition will only shew
the narrowness of the definer, though a definition which shall
exclude Pope will not easily be made.'®
Who had asked such a question was not made clear, but it was assumed to
refer to Warton. Whereas in his 1756 review Johnson had apparently
agreed with Warton's distinctions of generic possibilities, he now sees
Warton's work as more damaging in intent. This is further complicated
by Johnson's erstwhile approval of the Essay elsewhere in the "Life of
Pope": Warton is "the learned author of the Essay onthe Life and Writings
of Pope-, a book which teaches how the brow of Criticism may be smooth
ed, and how she may be enabled, with all her severity, to attract and to

^''Vzncc,Joseph and Thomas JVarton, 66. The most comprehensive summary of the speculations
behind the delay remainsJoan Pittock, "Joseph Warton and his Second Volume of the Essay on
Pope," Review of English Studies18 (1967); 264-73.
Samuel Johnson, "Life of Pope," in The Lives ofthe Most Eminent English Poets\ with Critical
Observations on their Worksy ed. Roger Lonsdale, 4 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 4:
79-80.
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delight.""Johnson seems to have held together general praise for the
with acontradictory disagreement with what he thought its implied thesis.
More pertinently, he had published a comprehensive work of criticism on
Pope that was acclaimed as the most significant in years; it was against this
standard that the second volume of Warton's Essay was measured, and it
is not surprising that it was seen as inferior, both to Johnson and to its
own earlier companion volume.^"
The major difference between the first and second volumes of the
Essay is a reduction in the intensity of Warton's energy; in 1756, this had
manifested itself in his zealous promotion of all sorts of multifariousideas
and works, brought to the table to augment his discussion of Pope's place
in the cultural world. It is inevitable that the protracted nature of the
work on the second volume resulted in both a lessening of this zeal, and its
directness. Some of the footnotes indicate how many years had passed
since Warton's composition of the first two hundred pages of the volume,
as they can be tied in with contemporary events. These include mentions
of the second edition of Mason's iV/ewo/rs of Gray (2: 164, published in
1778), the destruction of Lord Mansfield's house during the Gordon
Riots of June 1780 (2: 334), and the second volume of Gibbon's Decline
and Fall oi\12>\ (2:169). Moreover, the volume is marked by an increase
in the number of footnotes, augmented even further by revision: Warton
was a compulsive editor of his own work, and when a second edition of the

"Johnson, "Life of Pope," 4: 72. For Johnson's more qualified approval of Warton's Essay, see
James Boswell, The Life of Johnson, ed. George Birkbeck Hill, revised by L. F. Powell, 6 vols.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934-50), 2: 166-67, 448-49. Another difficulty is the apparent
argument betweenJohnson and Warton at around this time, and asubsequent slackening of their
friendship; W arton's biographer reported a fierce quarrel at thehouse of SirJoshua Reynolds, but
gave no date. See John Wooll, Biographical Memoirs of the Late Revd Joseph Warton, D.D.
(London, 1806), 98. For their relationship and its vicissitudes, see John Vance, "The Samuel
Johnson—Joseph Warton Friendship," Transactions oftheJohnson Society (1982): 44-55, with
the useful argument that Warton criticized Johnson for his taste, rather than his personality.
Hugh Reid, "'The Want of a Closer Union,'" TheAge ofJohnson 9 (1998): 133—43, covers much
the same territory, with some not altogether convincing psychology.
^ For the idea that Warton was responding to Johnson in finally publishing, seeJames Allison,
"Joseph Warton's Reply to X)t.]oYinson's Lives," Journal of English and Germanic Philology 51
(1952):
Alexander Pope and His Critics, l:xlvi-xliv.
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second volume was brought out in 1782 (with an accompanied revised
edition of the first volume, making the so-called "fourth edition") he made
many more changes, even to the recently published work7' Textual
information shows him adding more and more matter to later sections of
the second volume; indeed, the great majority of the additions are to
sections written after the first two hundred pages, which conclude the
account of the£'rr«?j)/«?«iVfia!«, by far Warton's favorite of Pope's later work,
and one place where his criticism diverges widely from Johnson's "Life of
Pope."
The section on the Essay on Man is not the only part of the second
volume where Warton's critical enthusiasm is displayed, but his praise of
the poem is less equivocal or checked by qualification than in the sections
that follow. Quotation of his favorite passage leads him to be "almost
tempted to retract an assertion in the beginning of this work, that there is
nothing transcendently sublime in POPE. These lines have all the energy
and harmony that can be given to rhyme" (2:77) Of such highlyspirited
appreciation there is significantly less in the pages that follow. Whilst it is
too simplistic to relate his greater critical passion here to its having been
written more than twenty years before, it is nonetheless the case that the
tone of Warton's criticism in the sections that post-date 1760 is altered,
being less openly persuaded or enthused, and more inclined to check or
question than to promote or encourage.
If the digressions of the first volume of the Essay often add to our
comprehension of Pope by introducing more and more sources against
which to measure his stature, those of the second, while still enlightening,
tend rather to diverge from the main text. A good instance is how Pope's
"To Mr Addison, Occasioned by his Dialogues upon Medals" leads to a
discussion of the dialogue form, and the reception ofBerkeley's^/ap^ro«,
which Thomas Sherlock recommended to Queen Caroline, who was
delighted by Berkeley's conversation, as was Bathurst, who told Warton
an anecdote about the Scriblerus Club mocking Berkeley's scheme for a

For a list of these, see the 'Textual Appendix" in Alexander Pope and His Critics, 3: xxx-xliv.
Warton is remarking upon An Essay on Man,Epistle 1.11.267-80.
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Missionary college in Bermuda, only to be so won over by his "eloquence
and enthusiasm, that they were struck dumb, and, after some pause, rose
up all together with earnestness, exclaiming—Let us set out with him
immediately" (2: 204). This exhibits Berkeley's charisma, but the reader
is at some angle from the main discussion by its end.
The footnotes continue to contain a wealth of matter and interest,
often thrown off with ease and lightness, such as the brief account of
ancient and modern parodies (2; 378-79), or the fact that Claude
Mezeriac's Life of Aesop was "a bookso scarce, that Bentley complained he
could never get a sight of it" (2:325). The appeal to the literary historian
in such anecdotes is as plain as the quirky attraction to human curiosity
embodied in such facts as "Roger ASCHAM and Dr. WHITBY were devoted
lovers of cock-fighting" (2:129, added in the revised fourth edition). The
difference from the first volume is that the implicit motion of return from
the digressions to Pope is sometimes lacking.
If Warton's discussion and digressions are less unified, the second
volume of the Essay has a quality lacking in the first: there is a marked
increase in dismissals of works, or of heavy qualifications placed on their
achievement. The difference between Warton's idea of Pope and that of
modern criticism is made clear by the relative paucity of space given to the
Dunciad, and his judgment that "the delighted reader had only to lament
that so many poetical beauties were thrown away on such dirty and
despicable subjects" (2:374). He is even more scathing about the addition
of the fourth book (responding as a headmaster, perhaps, to its attack on
education), and the incongruities of the replacement of Theobald with
Gibber (2:374-75,376-77).Yet the briefness of his critique is enlighten
ing: the contemporary admiration of
Dunciad as the center of Pope's
later work is an innovation of the second half of the twentieth century;
moreover, Warton's opinion is not uncharacteristic of his times (as can be
seen by Johnson's similar lack of attention to it in the "Life of Pope"), and
is a reminder of the mutability even of contemporary critical taste.^'

" For Johnson's similar reading, see "Life of Pope," in Lives, 4: 75. The recent upturn in critical
fortune of the Dunciad can be seen by comparison with a review of James Sutherland's
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Warton admired thepoetry of theDunciad,but deplored its purpose,

which seemed to him mean-spirited. Undoubtedly, this ispartly Warton's
enthusiasm for poetry of imagination over satire, but it is also a personal
judgment on what he sees as a flaw of Pope's character. Such moral
considerations have long been thought to be an irrelevance to literary
criticism, but understanding their rationale gives hopes of explaining why
Warton is never over-enthusiastic about Pope's satires. Warton certainly
admired Pope's later satiric poetry. The "Epilogues to the Satires," for
instance, have "happy and elegant familiarity of style," and their satire is
"of the strongest kind" (2: 357). The problem is their attitude. Warton
more than once criticizes what he sees as the pretence of the wider moral
purpose that is supposed to justify Pope's attacks, and finds the "Epi
logues" a larger instance of this:
These Dialogues exhibit many marks of our author's petulance,
party-spirit, and self-importance, and of assuming to himself the
character of a general censor; who, alas! if he had possessed a
thousand times more genius and ability than he actually
enjoyed, could not alter or amend the manners of a rich and
commercial, and, consequently, of a luxurious and depraved
nation. We make ourselves unhappy, by hoping to possess
incompatible things; we want to have wealth, without corrup
tion, and liberty without virtue. (2: 369)
The somewhat sententious parallelism here is a touch Johnsonian, but is
not entirely successful in uniting meaning and rhetorical effect; the role
of moral censor was not the natural direction of Warton's criticism, and
he is at his most winning when encouraging and promoting, rather than
objecting.
The other significant dismissal in the second volume concerns the
most important omission from tht Essay on Pope, which a footnote at the

Twickenham volume, in which F. R. Leavis showed his usual joie de vivre in conceding "gradgingly" the need for an edition that annotated the "unnecessary" mock-scholarly apparatus,
"though to read it all through will be worth no one's while." Scrutiny 12 (1943-44):74.
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end addresses: "His translation of Homer is...not included; the discussion
of whose beauties and faults (for faults it has) well deserve a separate
volume" which would show "how very inferior and unlike it is to the
original, and how much overloaded, with improper, unnecessary, and
Ovidian ornaments" (2: 406-7). Whilst it is likely that the sheer size of
the Homer translations necessitated Warton's leaving them out, he was
swimming against the critical tide with his opinion of their affectation;
ostensibly, his fascination with poetry that illustrated the sublime would
find the Iliad translation, in particular, a rich resource, yet he seems to
have anticipated something of the reaction against the style of Pope's
Homer that would be practically demonstrated (with little success) in
Cowper's deliberately Miltonic translation of 1791.
The conclusion of the Essay places Pope "next to Milton, and just
above Dryden" in the poetic hierarchy, with the caveat that "though
Dryden be the greater genius, yet Pope is the better artist." Furthermore,
this view is "founded on the excellencies of his works m general, and taken
all together-, for there are parts and passages in other modern authors, in
Young and in Thomson, for instance, equal to any of POPE; and he has
written nothing in a strain so truly sublime, as the Bard of Gray" (2; 411).
These qualifications seem tacked-on and somewhat petty, and it is
plausible that Warton is here in dialogue with Johnson; the implied
reference is to the denigration of The Bard in the "Life of Gray," which
had already become one of the more controversial points of the Lives of the
Poets. It was not the last such riposte from Warton.
Joan Pittock, in support of her claim that "the second volume was
everywhere regarded as a disappointment" quotes a review that finds it
"too familiar and gossiping," and is annoyed byits "rambling and desultory
manner"; Pittock also dislikes its "more obviously digressive pattern of
irrelevant or barely relevant material." Most reviews noted Warton's
learning, but found it misapplied: t\it Annual Register thought the result
had been better "had the learned critic less frequently indulged his peculiar
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turn for digressions."^^ In summary, there was general respect, some
grumbling, and none of the unqualified admiration that the first volume
had found in the years after 1756.
The abiding role that Pope played in Warton's critical life for half a
century was augmented by his 1797 edition of the poet. Meant partly as
a reply to Warburton (with whom he argues at length in many footnotes)
and adding some unpublished correspondence, the "Life" and annotation
to the nine volumes of the edition freely reprint passages from the Essay
on Pope, with some necessary additions and substitutions (and, of course,
some less necessary ones).^^ The edition is a reiteration of Warton's view
of Pope, and though he could hardly be blamed for regurgitating the
contents of the Essay, the result often seems stale and the annotation
vague, not least because Warton's refutations of Warburton necessitated
the reprinting of pages of the Bishop's awkward prose, followed by his
own corrective. A striking oddity is his argument withJohnson, which he
carries on with renewed vigor, even though his old friend and opponent
has been in the grave for thirteen years. Of the many mentions of Johnson
in the edition, not a few pick fault with his judgment in the Lives, often
very tangentially to the discussion of Pope. The first sets the tone: "As
much as I revere and respect the memory of my old acquaintance Dr.
Johnson, and as highly as I think of his abilities, integrity, and virtue, yet
must I be pardoned for saying, that I cannot possibly subscribe to many of
his critical decisions." An accompanying footnote refers to "The perpetual
pompousness, and the uninterrupted elaboration,of the over-ornamented
style of the Rambler."^^ The ironic cumulative impression from such
digressions is of the permanence of Johnson's judgments, given that
Warton takes so much trouble in arguing with them. Generally, the Pope
edition reassembles the materials of tht Essay in such a way as to rob them

^"^Pittock, The Ascendancy of Taste,, 155, quoting from The Monthly Review 16 (1782): 271; The
Annual Register., for the Year 1782 (London, 1783), 209.
For some general comparisons,and ideasofhow Warton mighthavepuc the materialstogether,
see Motley, "Joseph Warton and Pope," 105-14.
Joseph Warton, ed., The Works of Alexander Pope, 9 vols. (London, 1797), 1: xvi.
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of much of their original zest; the quarrels with the shades of Johnson and
Warburton are no substitute.
It proved to be Warton's last critical work, in a career that also
included the 1787 edition of Sidney s Apology for Poetry with selections
from Jonson's TimberE At the time of his death, in 1800, Warton had
made notes on two volumes of Dryden, for a projected edition. These were
published in 1811 in the four-volume collection of Dryden's poetry put
together by Henry Todd, which also contained notes by Warton's son
John, Edmond Malone, and the previous editor Samuel Derrick. Warton's
sporadic annotations are often entertaining and (inevitably) digressive,
whether discussing the naval engagement in Annus Mirabilis (Boileau's
Ode sur le Prise de Namur is "undoubtedly the first time that ever bombs
were introduced into lyric poetry"), or the observation on Palamon and
Arcite (adapted from the Essay on Pope) that "Chaucer was more than 60
years old, and Dryden 70, when they wrote Palamon"; it is typical of him
to add that "Sade says in 1359, Boccace sent a copy of Dante, written by
his own hand, to Petrarch, who, it seems, was jealous of Dante, and in his
answer speaks coldly of him."^® In the latter case, Warton appears to misremember: in Jacques de Sade's Memoires pour la Vie de Francois Petrarque
(1763), Petrarch praises Dante in a letter, and refutes the charge of
jealousy. But, like the extended glosses on theology that accompany iJe/zgio Laid, there is something irrepressible about Warton's critical
enthusiasm that makes even his mistakes interesting.^'
The immediate effect ofWarton's work was to be the edition of Pope
by his former pupil William Lisle Bowles in 1806, which would spark off
the anger of Byron, among others.'" Generally, the importance of Warton

For this modernized edition see Rodney M. Baine, "The First Anthologies of English Literary
Criticism, Warton to Haslewood," Studies in Bibliography 3 (1950-51): 262-65For Warton's annotation of Dryden, see Wooil. Biographical Memoirs,87; Hcnry J. Todd, ed.,
The Poetical Works ofJohn Dryden, 4 vols. (London, 1811): 1: 95; 3: 55 (the first part adapted
from the Essay on Pope, 2: 10).
^'Jacques deSade,Lz^(^Pe/r<zrcA,2 vols. (London, 1775)» I-26^-67', Poetical Works of Dryden,
1:387-410.
For a survey of this argument seeJames Chandler, "The Pope Controversy: Romantic Poetics
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in eighteenth-century criticism has been obscured by the caricature of him
as the man who attacked Pope's reputation; this suggests a critic who
limits by definition, but nothing could be further from the case: the
keynote of Warton's criticism is a passionate advocacy of the most various
examples of literature and wider culture. His work is based around
immersion in the variety and plenitude of art (sometimes in too diffuse a
way for his argument to be sustained); above all, criticism for him is a
necessarily personal engagement. Warton's critical writing is an act of
appreciation, and his enthusiasms a perpetual encouragement of the
reader. He represents a side of eighteenth-century criticism that is rarely
anthologized or quoted, and shows a reverencefor literature that can make
the most apparently incidental remark as important and winning as the
most ostensibly profound and direct critique.

and the English Canon," CriticalInquiry (1984), 10:481-509.

